Psychiatric consultation on an otolaryngology liaison service.
Otolaryngology patients (especially those with tracheostomies) present a significant challenge to psychiatrists from both a diagnostic and therapeutic standpoint. To date, no study has been made of psychiatric disorders among this important group of patients. At the Mount Sinai Medical Center, a liaison psychiatrist has been involved with a specialized otolaryngology cluster unit since 1979. Using a 384-item computerized database protocol developed at Mount Sinai, data on 139 otolaryngology patients were recorded and compared with 1662 "Other" inpatient psychiatric consultations on the medical and surgical services during 1980-1987. The otolaryngology patients as a group were more likely to be male (p = 0.011), married (p = 0.001) and employed (p less than 0.001). Cancer was the most common medical disorder, and the average level of stress as reported on DSM-III's Axis IV (5.1, severe) was significantly greater (p less than 0.0001) than that for the "Other." The most common psychiatric response was adjustment disorder (36%). The length of stay of those ENT patients seen in psychiatric consultation was 26.4 days, in contrast to 11.1 days for all ENT patients. However, the length of stay of those patients on ENT receiving a psychiatric consultation was not different from the "Other" psychiatric consultation cohort (26.3 days). Despite the higher level of stress, the incidence of significant psychiatric morbidity was lower for the ENT cohort. The primary effect of the liaison psychiatrist was to lower the threshold for case identification that enhanced the referral rate on the ENT unit.